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ABSTRACT

Empathy is the art of understanding and sharing the feelings of
others without the tone of speech or behavior reflecting pity or compassion. Given the
importance of empathy in the process of caring for patients, this study aimed to investigate
the level of empathy of physicians and nurses in teaching hospitals of Ahvaz University of
Medical Sciences in 2024.

This cross-sectional descriptive study was conducted on physicians
and nurses working in teaching hospitals of Ahvaz Jundishapur University of Medical
Sciences. The standard Jefferson Empathy-Jefferson Scale questionnaire was used to collect
data. U-Mann-Whitney and Spearman correlation tests were used for data analysis. The
significance level was set at 0.05.

s The average total empathy score among physicians and nurses was 89.09 (out of 140
scores), which is at an average level. The mean empathy scores of physicians (91.22 £ 11.72)
were significantly higher than those of nurses (87.95 + 10.74) (p=0.010). The mean empathy
scores of males (90.42 + 11.43) and females (88.22 + 10.95) were not significantly different
(p=0.053). Spearman's correlation coefficient showed that there was a positive and
significant relationship of empathy with age (r=0.219, p=0.0001), experience (r=0.159,

=0.004), and interest (r=0.211, p=0.0001).
The findings of the study indicate the need for effective and practical training

courses and services to improve the status of empathetic relationships in Ahvaz.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

mpathy is the art of understanding and sharing
the feelings of others without the tone of

speech or behavior reflecting pity or

compassion. In medicine, empathy is the
foundation of the relationship between medical staff and
patients, which means understanding the patient's
concerns, experiences, and perspectives, along with the
ability to convey and express this understanding to them.
This empathetic understanding is the core of the interaction
between the medical/nursing teams with patients.
Results of various studies have shown that increased
empathy is associated with increased patient satisfaction.
Physicians with higher empathy skills are more skilled and
successful in taking patient histories, which leads to greater
patient satisfaction and reduced medical malpractice.
Several studies have reported a significant relationship
between high levels of empathy and favorable patient
treatment outcomes. Empathy yields broad benefits for
patient care, including improved quality of care, higher
patient satisfaction, and enhanced palliative and
therapeutic outcomes. Furthermore, it increases patient
trust in medical staff, which fosters better acceptance of
medical procedures and reduces patient anxiety, stress, and
pain. According to experts, one of the main complaints of
patients and their relatives about medical services is the
lack of empathy from medical care providers, which
increases patient stress and reduces their trust in the
medical system. Therefore, medical education must
prioritize acquiring this empathetic skill alongside
essential clinical competencies. The World Association for
Medical Education has also introduced empathy as one of
the essentials of medical education. It considers empathy
with the patient one of the distinctive characteristics of a
good doctor, which has a significant impact on patient
satisfaction, clinical outcomes, and job satisfaction.
Given the importance of empathy in the process of caring
for patients and absence of studies on the level of empathy
among doctors and nurses in this region, a detailed study
on empathy and its related factors is necessary. Therefore,
the present study investigated the level of empathy among
doctors and nurses in teaching hospitals of Ahvaz
Jundishapur University of Medical Sciences (AJUMS) in
the academic year 2024.

Methods

This cross-sectional descriptive study was conducted on
physicians and nurses working in teaching hospitals of
AJUMS. The Jefferson Empathy Scale was used to
measure the level of empathy skills. This tool, which was
developed and standardized by Hojjat in 2002, consists of
20 items. Each item is scored on a seven-point Likert scale
from 1 to 7. Empathy scores are obtained by summing the
scores of each questionnaire question, and the achievable
score can range from 20 to 140, with a higher score
indicating greater empathy. This tool has three subscales:
perspective taking (10 items), empathetic care (8 items),
and putting oneself in the patient's shoes (2 items).
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After obtaining the necessary permits from the
university's research vice-chancellor and coordinating with
hospital management, the researchers visited various
departments in the teaching hospitals. The objectives of the
research were then explained to the doctors and nurses, and
their consent to participate was secured. Finally, the
questionnaires were distributed to the consenting
participants. Participation in the study was completely
voluntary, the questionnaires were administered
anonymously. The participants were assured that their
information would remain confidential.

U-Mann-Whitney and Spearman correlation tests were
used for data analysis. The significance level was set at
0.05.

Results

The average total empathy score among physicians and
nurses was 89.09 (out of 140 scores), which is at an average
level. The mean empathy scores of physicians (91.22 *
11.72) were significantly higher than those of nurses (87.95
+ 10.74) (p=0.010). The mean empathy scores of males
(90.42 + 11.43) and females (88.22 + 10.95) were not
significantly different (p=0.053). Spearman’s correlation
coefficient showed that there was a positive and significant
relationship between empathy and age (r=0.219, p=0.0001),
experience (r=0.159, p=0.004 and interest (r=0.211,
p=0.0001).

Conclusion

This study aimed to investigate the level of empathy
among doctors and nurses in the teaching hospitals of
AJUMS. According to the results, the mean empathy score
was 89.09, which is classified as average based on the
20—140 range of the Jefferson Scale of Empathy. This
finding is lower than the results of studies conducted in other
countries using the same instrument; for example,
Singapore, Japan, and the United States reported
significantly higher mean scores of 103.3, 105.2, and 115.4,
respectively. These differences could be due to the quality of
behavioral training in universities and cultural differences in
different countries.

The results of the present study showed that the level of
empathy of nurses is significantly lower than that of doctors.
This finding is similar to the results of the study by Song et
al. in Singapore, who reported a significantly higher
empathy score of nurses compared with doctors. This
discrepancy in results may be due to several variables,
including the distinct working conditions, professional
styles, and attitudes toward empathy observed in nursing
compared to medical practice. It is likely that, given the
working environment and conditions prevailing in intensive
care units in hospitals, nurses working in these units face
emotional stress when dealing with critically ill or dying
patients. Therefore, such challenging and complex situations
may adversely affect their level of empathy.

Other findings of this study showed that there was no
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statistically significant difference in the level of empathy in
doctors and nurses based on gender and marital status.
Shariat et al. found no significant difference between the
empathy scores of doctors in terms of gender and marital
status, which is consistent with the results of the present
study.

The level of empathy among both doctors and nurses
demonstrated a positive correlation with age and work
experience. Specifically, the highest empathy scores were
observed among older staff members with the most
professional experience. This is consistent with the results of
Ashgholi Farahani et al., who reported that empathy score
increases with increasing age. This could be due to the
increase in people's experience and greater communication
and interaction with patients.

In conclusion, this study found that the overall empathy
level among doctors and nurses in Ahvaz teaching hospitals
is average, showing a positive correlation with age and work
experience. However, the significantly lower empathy score
observed in nurses—who constitute the largest healthcare
workforce—warrants immediate attention. Given the direct
impact of nurses' performance on patient outcomes, we
recommend not only strengthening empathy training for
medical students but also conducting further specialized
research to determine the specific factors contributing to
lower empathy among nurses and implementing targeted
intervention strategies to address this critical gap.
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